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However distinguished Decatur House may be historieally, it is :
equally. distingulshed architecturally. Designed by BRenjemin H. Latrobe,
our first professional architect, it was bullt in 1819 on a site of

preat importance, a neighbor of the White House, with smple funds derived R

from Decatur's prize money.

Even when the architeects of cur early houses are known, very seldom
the working drawing and professional correspondence are preserved that -
relate to the building. In this case they largely are., In Decatur House

is a portfolioc of latrobe's drawings Tor the building itself and'elsewhere;;"}_
much of his correspondence with Decatur survives. We know from these that "~ . .
the latiter desired the house to be "sturdy as a ship" in construction and . -

of great simpliecity of design.

. With both of these requirements Latrobe must have been in thorough
accord. Trained in England by Coekrell the great architect and Smeaton,
the engireer who built Hddystone Lighthouse, he was an accomplished
engincer of many achlevements inecluding the water supply of the city of
Philadelphis, the dredging of the Susguehanna Canal and the construction
of the wings of the CGapitol. '

An examination of the bullding shows that only the best materials
were used and the fine condition of the structure attests the excellence
of the craitsmanshin. BSimplicity and urbanity vere the dominant quelities
of Latrobe's designs and both o0 these are reflected in Decatur House.

It is in facades ol this tyvpe that minor unsympathetic changes make the
greatest difference and this is clearly illustrated here. The brickwork =
has toned down to a sombre color snd the irim has been painted dark and
much of the beauty of latrobe's design is ebseured, but only e cleansing
and fresh light paint are needed to bring bacl the original sipnificance
to this fine facade. In the nineteenth century chenres were made to the
entrence door and flaonking windows which are detrimental but which can
easily be obwiated., The iron talconies may not be originel and once the
building would seem to have had blinds. Rare and fine features of the _
front are the wrought iron porch rails and lamp standards. The side and
rear clevations are simple and are largsely unchanged. Grouped sround the
gerden are the orizinal sarvanist quariers, stebles and carriasge houses.

‘The interior ol the house 1s of great interest hoth for ite original
finish and for its mid-nineteenth century decorations.  0Of the lormer
there remains a wery beautiful vaulted entrance hall, a fine stalrcase

and a distinguished sulte of drawing rooms on the second floor. Latrobets.
early treining in England was probably responsible for the mebliculous - :
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study he gave to all the debails of the linish, which is not only shown

by the woodwork itsell, but by the orizinel drawings preserved in the

~house. The doors are especilally notable pisces of eraftsmanship, those
on the lower stalr hall being built to conform to the curve of the wall,

those of the drawing rooms ere of great size and are constructed and
enriched with rare woods. -

In the mid-nineteenth century much of the trim was changed in the
lower rooms and while these changes are not entirely in harmony with the
original design of the bullding they ere interesting as showing the con-

Ctinuity of the soecial history of the house. This is also true of the
-elsborate polychrome wall and ceiling decoration throughout the house.
Decatur House may be unigue in Weshinpgton in being solely 1it by gas,
candles and oil lemps. It possesses several fine orystal chendoliers
stil1l used vith gas light. The parquetry floor of the North Drawing Hoom

. must be one of the most elaborate of the nericd. It is composed of rare
 vwoods laid in patterns with a center medallion of vari-colored wood, of
& seated femsle figure symbolising California.

The priceless memoratelie conteined in the house give it a {lavor
few others possess. In addition there is much fine {urniture including
S - some unrivaled Victorisn pleces almost surely by Lelter of iew Orleans,
: . - the greatest of American cebinetmskers of the period. Architecturally

: o speaking Decatur House is of great importance, not alone as almost the.
sole surviver of the great tovm houses of early Weshington, but e=s the
only dwelling designed by Latrobe © "eﬁpd to remein in the country,

h—/‘((l_) ....._ﬁ. : ' ‘-mg

T. Waberman,
Associste Architect.
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Decatur House is unlque in this country: the
work of a great architect Benjamin H. ILatrobe, bullt for
a great Amerlcan naval commander Commodore Stephen Decatur,
1s well preserved to this day, and within the house are
preserved the original drawlngs. This is a set of circim-
stances 1lmpossible to equal elsewhere,

The correspondance between Decatur and Latrobe
is largely 1n exlistance, in the possession of his descen-
dents in Baltimore. The full content has not been made
public, but in one letter Decatur directs that the house be
made "as plailn as a ship". The exterior certainly has the
simpliclty and honesty that Decatur wanted, and that Latrobe
80 skillfully could give 1t. The highly architectural hall,
however, can hardly be called plailn, though its apsidal plan
and vaulted ceiling are simple in form 1f highly sophisticated
in character. 1In the great sulte of formal rooms on the sec-
ond floor, the forms are simple, and the finish, while 1t has
elegance in detall and material, 1s sparse ln 1ts usage,.

The first of the Latrobe drawlngs 1s dated January
1818 and the last in April of the same year. These comprise
nine drawings on bond lalid paper of plans, an elevation, a
sectton, and details of the hall, and of doors and windows.
Unfortunately, the font elevation and the principal or sec-
ond floor plan are missing, However, the form of the house
is concluslvely determined by them and alsoc the fact that
conslderable deviations were made from them in construction.
On the exterior, we know Latrobe intended the house to be
plastered, but from the brickwork we know that this was not
done, and the brick was lald to be exposed. Also we know
he:intended:windows on the front of the second floor unilform
wlth those on the north side which have normal height sills,
However, those in place are original and they extend to the
floor, The ground floor windows were intended to be the
same height as those of the third floor, but were bullt much
shorter. Lastly, on the exterlor Latrobe intended the win-
dows to have blinds, as shown on the drawings, but we know
they were not hung untll the recent renovations, as there
were no marks of hinges on the Jambs, and projecting bal-
conies on the second floor windows would have prevented their
employment., It was for this reason in the recent work that
the balconies were removed, gnd flat grilles, to match the
fine ralling at the front door, substituted, On the interior
the changes entalled throwlng together the two south rooms
on the firat floor and introdicing a main stalr, to supple-
ment a secindary stalr Latrobe provided to the north. On the
second floor we cannot folllow the changes as the plan is mis-
sing. On the top floor the double apsidal form dressing room
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was modified to a plain rectangle. In detall there were 2%

. various modifications, in fact on the ground floor all eof
the doors were bullt to detalls unllke the original, though
on the second floor, Latrobe's detalls were carried out,
except in the case of the great triple opening between the
north and scuth drawing rooms.

The reason for these changes has to be speculated
upon, but 1t is probably not hard to assume the correct an-
swer. Latrobe left Baltimore, his long time residence, in
December of 1818, for New Orleans to continue the construction
of his waterworks. which had been held up by the death of his
son there from yellow fever, At this time the foundation for
Decatur House could hardly have been more than laid, and as
the house pvose, Decatur and hlis bullder were free to make
changes wlthout the advice of the archlitect. Therefore, the
design never posseéssed 1ts original intent, and only recently
did it gain the larger part of 1it.

In 1870, on the purchase of the property by General
Edward Beale, the design was further denatured by the removal
of the original arched doors and the windows on elther side,
and by the substitution of new ones wlth ponderous brown-
stone jambs and lintels, and by the painting of the old Aquia
stone brown and of the trim dark., The north elevation was
painted yellow to match the stucco work on the wing and per-
haps to weatherproof the wall,

Several years ago, Mrs. Truxtun Beale discussed
the Victorlan changes with me, and I suggested that 1f the
brownstone trim was removed and the openings repaired that
a washing of the brickwork and rehanging of the shutters
would refturn to the house a large part of its originally
Intended appearence., This she decilded to do last Spring,
and the work was carried out during the summer. The change
in both elevations was amazing. On the H Street side, shut-
ters were installed, fixed closed in the eight recessed
panels which matched the four actual window openings. This
revegled for the first time the carefully studled fenestiration
that Latrobe intended, and which he planned %to treat in some
such wgy, as his section shows these window panels dotted in
front of the chimney flues, On the front the broad wall plers
were lightened by the window shutters and the scale of the
design was restored by the reinstatement of the arched doorway
and small flanking windows. As a practical necessity at this
time new window sash was 1installed throughout the facade.

' As far as the detall for the restored features

of the front is concerned, i1t is all (except the design of
the muntins in the fanlight) derived from the house or the
drawings. The window frames, sash ahd shutters are duplicates
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of those on the north elevatlon, and the deorway was rebullt Hivs
. from Latrobe!s original scale and full size details, C

‘\!‘J{"'x.‘.'-‘.?“.}
Thomas T. Waterman
Jamary 12, 1945 2.
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